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ABSTRACT
D es ign ing technologi es to suppor t  community
communica t ion in loca l communi t ies of place is a
considerable cha l lenge . This research compares and
contrasts two approaches: (i) Support ing a community
organisation to develop their own IT and (ii) Deploying of
a digital noticeboard in the local built environment with
the a im of fostering broad community communication.
The challenges of appropriating the built environment for
public use and soliciting community information for public
use are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
This research a ims to understand how urban residents
communicate in reference to local interests and how to
design Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
to suppor t  these  loca l  place-based community
communications.
The mot iva t ion to communica te in loca l place-based
communities arises from the desire for local friendships,
opportunities for meeting face-to-face, the desire to connect
to one ’s immediate surroundings, shared use of local
fac i l i t ies and resources , and habi ta t ion of shared
surroundings. People may relate to a variety of localities
and people therein; those places in which they live, work,
and through which they travel.
There is great potential for personal, public and mobile
comput ing devices to support t ime ly communicat ion,
creative expression and information sharing in place-based
communities. Such networks could also support dynamic
data collection and visual ization with respect to resource
use, traffic, community events, creative arts etc.
The enduring methods of communication in our local
communi t ies are printed loca l newspapers that retain
editorial control of contributions, physical noticeboards,
face-to-face mee t ings and contac t v ia phone , flyers,
newsletters and ema i l . Loca l community web sites and
other communication initiatives often wither due a lack of
contributions, particularly when hot issues subside and
local champions burn out. It seems likely that we do not
yet understand suffic iently the nature, motivations, and
interaction design needed in place-based communities in
order to establ ish susta inable and dense webs of
communica t ion .  A  cruc ia l  issue  for place-based
environments appears to be who owns the means for
putting messages in places that are easily visible to the rest
of the community and what means do the public have to
appropriate public displays and signage.
Our research takes as a founding philosophy tha t of
participatory design, that those people affected by a design
outcome ought to be substantially included in the process
of design. However, our paper reflects our struggle within
this framework to reconcile two views of design – (i) the
consultative approach of community informatics, which
historically has worked with community organisations in
order to explore how they can take a pro-active role in
engaging IT to meet their own needs subject to their own
resource constraints, and (ii) the technology push approach
of deploying lightweight web 2.0 technologies and seeing
how communities use them.
The risk of the f irst approach is tha t communi ty
associations adopt IT only to meet their immediate needs
and do not engage with broader design aspirations and
larger community cha l lenges. The risk of the second
approach is that technology platforms for community use
are framed by researchers and tha t the ir continued
ma intenance and deve lopment depends upon either
continued attention from researchers, or upon a successful
transition from the research into sustained practice.
We have taken both of these approaches in our research at
different t imes. In this paper we ref lect upon these
experiences and seek to reconcile them. We then identify
further challenges in appropriating the built environment
and information infrastructures for public use.
EXPERIENCES
Our research has gestated over several years, beginning with
the neighbourhood in which one member of the research
team l ives. We a ttend loca l communi ty assoc ia t ion
meetings, have children at the local school and in cub
scouts, and patronize the local shops.  Having offered and
upon request, we established a web site for the local
community association and for a local group committed to
the development of a new school hall.  We also participated
in local discussions at meetings and on the community
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association emai l l ist, and interviewed key local figures,
representatives and friends in the neighbourhood [3].
Our initial research questioned how people communicate in
reference to local interests and focused on Moggill, an outer
suburb of the City of Brisbane, which is experiencing both
the opportuni t ies and the  cha l lenges of  growth.
Opportuni t ies for business are expanding, roads are
becoming more crowded, new housing estates are springing
up and large residential blocks are being subdivided into
sma l ler ones. There is a desire to ra ise money for a
community hal l, to welcome new residents, to introduce
new residents to loca l businesses and to provide
opportunities for social engagement. However the recent
issue that most stirred the community to action was a
proposal by the Federal government to route a motorway
through the bottom corner of the Moggill peninsular. This
move was a call to action for a segment of the community
that met to understand the motivations for the proposal and
to develop strategies to represent local views on the issue.
With a need to communicate about the developments in the
area we found that people who were motivated to take
action largely participated in private-strategic activity.  This
activity was shared amongst a group of people working
together as a Communi ty of Practice (CoP) [6] and
a lthough they often needed to convey messages to the
broader local community, ideas were formulated in private
communications among trusted members.  Email was used
extensively for private-strategic communications.  People
used individua l ly ta i lored ema i l l ists to very familiar
contacts, rather than lists reflecting the formal structure of
the group.  This was espec ia l ly the case if they were
voicing a new idea rather than more refined work to others.
Public messages were emai led to the wider association,
distributed on flyers and public meetings were held.
As researchers and loca l residents we participated in
meetings and set up a local website, at the request of the
community association, in order to allow the association to
provide information to the community and to provide a
shared reposi tory for loca l documents. The si te was
designed so that anybody could upload documents to the
site and committee members could post their own updates
to the site. Many members of the association used it for
this purpose.
However, as the association fell into dormant mode with
the passing of an election and the demise of the threat of a
motorway , the use of the web site and emai l l ist also
waned. On the one hand the means of communication had
served the ir purpose; friendships had formed, bonds
between active members of the community had grown and
expertise was shared in response to the external threat of a
motorway .  However, the inertia of those times did not
lead to tackling other issues identified as important to the
community. A separate group associated with the School
began work on a community hall and other issues were left
unaddressed.
Analysis of the collected data revealed that in this case
local resident private-strategic activities evolve CoP that
ult imate ly suffer from passive membership due to an
expectation that only experienced and active members are
capable of successful act ion.  The success of local
organizat ions usua l ly depends upon the ef forts of a
committed few. To compound this problem, active member
withdrawal from local CoP activities due to burnout results
in loss of the knowledge associated with the individual.
It rema ins the case that it is very hard to contact the
community when an issue of interest to the community
arises. Advertising is expensive, leafleting is expensive and
time consuming and web sites are hidden away in the
Internet and fall into low levels of use. Organisation email
l ists become outdated and reach only a fraction of the
broader community.
There are well known examples of local web content that
have sustained relevance over many years.  The Seattle
Community Network (SC N) established a free public
access computer network in 1994 and is administered by a
large group of volunteers only [4].  Blacksburg Electronic
V illage (established 1993) is an outreach and research
project initiated through support from the V irginia Tech
Network Infrastructure and Services, and communi ty
volunteers [1].  These networks facilitate free public access
to the Interne t and loca l content publ ishing, where
administrators maintain access points (any hardware, web
interface, and community goals) and contributors maintain
their content. Both SC N and Blacksburg were started by
local people encouraging the idea of an online community
network and are sustained by people that maintain this
goal.  In addition while both networks have similar goals,
the web interface appearance and support ing structures
differ.
In Moggill , while several organisations do publish web
content about their local activities and interests, efforts to
ne twork the content are not apparent . Community
Networks such as that in Blacksburg and Seattle appear to
be the except ion ra ther than the rule , re ly ing upon
community champions for their sustained development.
Our experiences led us to wonder whether different forms of
communication media could lead to a denser web of easily
accessible community communications sustained through
spontaneous community contribut ions rather than the
efforts of champions or the mechanisms of the local press
that are subject to editorial control and various fees.
Local community web sites and wikis suffer from a lack of
visibility in the community, the reluctance of many people
who do not feel expert on a topic to post to them, and the
fact that many people are too busy going about their daily
lives to pay attention to community issues. A lthough we
had advert ised workshops wi thin the loca l School
newsletter to discuss design of a community website or
other form of community communication, only a few
people attended.
A t tendees a t our workshop ident i f ied v is ibi l i ty of
information in the community as a key issue.  So although
on the one hand working from wi thin community
organizations seems the best approach to begin to network
them and bui ld a  communi ty communica t ions
infrastructure, we elected instead to take a different tack that
explored whether displays visible in the built environment
migh t  e f fec t  a  d i f feren t  form o f  community
communication. Our experiences have led to the design of a
digital community noticeboard on display at the Moggill
General Store.
NNUB: A DIGITAL COMMUNITY NOTICEBOARD
The Moggill General store and local state primary school
are located opposite each other and together create a
community hub that people use for everyday activities such
as collecting children, and for community events such as
public meetings and school fetes.  The city counci l bus
service also stops near to the Moggill store and school.
Schools and shops are significant hubs for both daily and
longer-term loca l community activity . The Parents and
Citizens Association of the local school has undertaken the
task of raising funds for a community hall.
The general store is frequented by the school community,
nearby res idents and tradesmen working on local
development among others. The clientele consists of many
people with varying interests in the local community, and
varying ICT knowledge and access, who pass by in their
everyday routines.  
The design intention of the public display is to increase the
awareness of local activity and give presence in the built
environment to messages targeted to a local audience.  It
a ims to engage residents wi th simple interactions that
afford collection of local community content for public
display and as reference for discussion with both local and
non-local people. Anyone can post a notice.
The interface of the display is interactive and is modelled
on the appearance of a physical noticeboard.  The name of
the communi ty digi ta l not iceboard is “Nnub” .  The
Australian Oxford Dictionary defines a nub as a point of
gist (of matter or story), and Nnub could be considered a
ne ighbourhood nub where the point or gist of the
neighbourhood is captured in text and images uploaded by
local people.  Neighbourhood nub has been abbreviated to
Nnub.
The digital noticeboard is situated in the Moggill store to
allow rapid perusal of community content in a place that is
passed by many local people frequently.
Notices and photos (output) are displayed to people at the
store on a large screen moni tor wi th touch screen
functiona l ity .  The public display a l lows browsing (no
searching) through categories of notices and photos, and is
the most l ike ly introduct ion loca l people wil l have to
Nnub.  Categories for the notices mimic the categories of
the store ’s non-digital noticeboard.  A simple web interface
allows any user to search and browse notices and photos,
and registered users to upload, edit, and comment posts.  A
desktop computer is installed at the shop to provide web
interface access and examples of use to people without
computer access or knowledge .  The research team
administers moderation of submitted postings, sole ly to
screen for posting of pornography and profanity.
Iterative Participatory Development
The Moggill digital display is a significant departure from
our previous attempt at supporting local community groups
in meeting their communication needs. A lthough the idea
for the display was derived from community consultation,
and from living in the community , we have adopted an
iterative partic ipatory deve lopment approach similar to
Rapid Agile Iterative Development (R A ID) approach of
Heyer et al. [2] used to design digital social networking
applications
Using this method, a basic prototype is deployed and then
iterated by examining use and obtaining ideas and feedback
from its user community .  The prototype grows as i t
supports a growing community network that is using the
prototype.  The kinds of user issues faced shifts as the
prototyped is developed and the user community grows.
By using a large screen in the local shop, it is not only
easy to see , but aspec ts of use can be seen and
demonstrated in a soc ia l space.  There is a notebook
underneath the noticeboard, so tha t people can leave
feedback without having to engage with new technology.
The first comment in the book was that people wanted to
be able to add notices at the shop, so we have added a
small personal computer so people could add notices there.
O ther initia l modifications have re lated to practicalities
such as how to al low registration at the shop, making
registration as simple as possible, indicating the screen is
interactive by touch, and decisions about moderation.
These aspects of innovation can be worked out because
participation and use brings contextual and practical use
concerns to the foreground in the most immediate way.
For the most part comments re late to the f iner points
around use of the current design, rather than radically
different departures.
Rather than deve loping a susta ined re lationship wi th a
particular community group, our primary relationship is
with the owners of the Moggill General Store who have
willingly agreed to host the noticeboard.  The relationship
that we have with the users of the noticeboard is developed
largely through use of noticeboard itself. By attending to
the kind of things that people post or don’ t post and by
soliciting comments and ideas through the noticeboard, we
determine how to modify the design. When we meet with
community groups in order to discuss the possibilities for
loca l outreach and support for communicat ion, the
no t iceboard as a  pro to type  fac i l i ta tes discussion.
Embeddedness, through l iving in the same place and
through many informal conversations with other residents
and visi tors, a l lows identif ication of potent ia l design
opportunities and discussion with other locals.
Stoecker [5] quest ions the mot ivat ion of Community
Informatics projects and who they are serving to benefit;
e l i tes, academics, communi ty workers, or communi ty
members and highlights the need for a community and
information focus, rather than a technology focus.
Although our approach does have an element of technology
push about it, we have little commitment to the form of
the technology and see our designs as provocations in order
to inform what kinds of media can effective ly support
broader community communication through only small
investments on the part of participants, and the potential
benefit of making a connection through reading or posting
a notice. It is known that champions will engage, but the
question remains, can we engage a broader section of the
community and support them in da i ly communication
ac t i v i t ies such as post ing not ices , such tha t  a
communication medium develops a heavier usage pattern
tha t a lso supports transient ac t iv i t ies and sustained
communi ty deve lopment ini t iat ives. This is an open
question at present. Currently, the kind of activity we see
on the not iceboard fa irly c lose ly mirrors the kind of
postings on the physical noticeboard such as “For Sale”
notices.
CHALLENGES
Our research is ra ising the quest ion of whether i t is
poss ible to deve lop l ightwe ight generic W eb 2.0
applications such as digital noticeboards that can serve to
meet or augment the communication and publicity needs of
local organizations, reducing the need for sustained effort
from community organisations to attend to communication
strategies. This is a tall order and it is unlikely that such a
stra tegy wi l l mee t a l l communi ty assoc iat ion needs.
However, it is clear that participatory social networking
software, noticeboard style interfaces, wikis, and photo
sharing offer opportunities for more lightweight distributed
me thods of communi ty engagement and tha t public
displays can render such activity visible.
A t present public messages that have presence in the built
environment such as billboards, signage for shops and the
mere presence of monumenta l bui ldings are almost
exc lusive ly sending messages to people from business,
government and media organiza t ions . Increasingly,
television is broadcast in cafés and other public spaces such
as a irport termina ls.  Use of media that successfully
broadcasts or publishes in public space is expensive, and
targeting the message to attract the attention of particular
audiences demands rates that are only possible for business,
government and media organizations to fund.
Moreover, as people go about their daily living, purchasing
with credit cards, accepting and declining offers to receive
promot iona l ma teria ls and messages, and tailoring
col lec t ions of on-l ine informa t ion for themselves,
organizations are gathering increasing amounts of data
about individual and community activity .  This data is
protected and expensive, and often used as a basis to
improve or upda te both priva te and publ ic message
delivery.  The acquisition by Microsoft of a 1.6% share of
Facebook for $240 US million in 2007 gives an indication
of the value of such data ownership.
A challenge for the participatory design community is to
find ways to use the built environment and community
information towards public good and community ends.  
Since services require resources in order to grow and
ma inta in them, the next step in growth of networked
noticeboards would potentially involve working out issues
such as business mode ls, public/private ownership, and
open sourc ing. A t each step the abil ity of people to
participate in the design and to secure rights to use is at
stake . The a t tempt to appropria te publ ic space for
community use is less a matter of known design process
and more a matter of strategic engagement wi th local
business leaders and politica l leaders who have a l igned
interests and who can benefit from and support the project.
It seems to follow that the most inclusive models will be
those that maximise participation in the use of services and
maximise the connections made between people.  The role
of the partic ipatory designer becomes one of fostering
appropriate engagements and championing and guarding
core values that underlie the design philosophy , in this
case, democratic civic engagement.
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